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You Can Retain, Feed and Rebreed
Open Cows Profitably — Sometimes
by Steve Lira, economics associate | smlira@noble.org and
Jon T. Biermacher, Ph.D., associate professor, applied economic
research | jtbiermacher@noble.org

W

hen it comes to retaining, feeding and
rebreeding open cull cows, there are several
aspects to consider and decisions to make.
To help us understand the economic potential
of different ways of managing such an operation, Noble
Research Institute conducted a three-year study (2015/16,
2016/17, 2017/18) on its Oswalt Ranch.

STUDY METHODOLOGY

During the study, we used a total of 244 open cows.
At weaning each year in the fall, all cows were weighed,
pregnancy tested as open via ultrasound, and assigned an
initial body condition score (BCS) by certified beef quality
assurance (BQA) research technicians.
Using body condition scores, the cows were sorted into
two management groups: a “thin” group (BCS less than 5.5)
and a “moderate” group (BCS greater than or equal to 5.5).
Each month through the end of the retaining period, cows in
both groups were weighed and given a BCS. At weaning time
and at the end of the retaining period, the USDA cow
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grader, Tina Colby, traveled to the study site
and placed a dressing percentage and USDA
grade (lo-lean, lean, boning utility, breaker) on
every cow.

FEED RATIONS

Feed rations were developed for both
groups to improve the condition of all cows
to a target BCS of 6. The ration for the thin
group included a mixture of ground hay
(60% alfalfa and 40% grass) fed at rate of 20
pounds per head per day, plus 9.5 pounds of
corn per head per day, and fed seven days
a week. The ration for the moderate cows
included the same mixture of ground hay,
plus 1.5 pounds per head per day of 32%
protein cubes, and fed three days per week.

REBREEDING ATTEMPTS

In addition to feeding the two groups of
retained open cows, two rested breeding
bulls were assigned to each group of cows
each year for a 60-day breeding season in an
attempt to rebreed the open cows. Each year,
bulls were given a soundness exam prior to
turnout on Dec. 1. At the end of each trial in
each year, all cows were pregnancy tested via
ultrasound. All cows that tested open were
subjected to a secondary blood test to confirm
that they were open.

MARKETING SCENARIOS

Economic information was generated from
two alternative marketing scenarios.
First, we used slaughter cow prices from
published USDA-AMS market reports from
five sale barns in Oklahoma (OKC West,
OKC National, Tulsa, Woodward and Durant)
to place initial and ending values on all
cows with the assumption they are open.
Information from this marketing approach
will be useful for producers who do not have
access to rested breeding bulls and would
only retain and feed open cows. In our second
scenario, we used actual sale prices received
for all of our open and bred cows that we
sold each year of the study. In year 1, we sold
all bred cows younger than 6 years of age
in a special cow-replacement video auction.
All other cattle (open and bred) were sold at
Oklahoma City National Stockyards each year
at the end of each trial. Marketing bred cows
through video auction or live auction in our
region was not an option for years 2 and 3.
However, marketing scenario 2 does provide
information to producers who have access
to truckload lots of open cows and rested
breeding bulls that can be used to rebreed
open cows.

RESULTS

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics for
number of cows, beginning (weaning) and
ending dates, cow weights, and BCS by
management group. On average over the
three-year study, cows were retained past
weaning for 165 days, and 85% of the open
cows were rebred successfully in each year.
The results suggest the feeding rations for
both groups were effective in moving the open
cows in poor condition to the desired BCS of 6
prior to marketing. The average BCS among all
cows, years and management groups moved
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The average BCS among all cows, years and management groups moved from 5.53 to 5.93, and
85% of open cows were rebred successfully each year.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Thin and Moderate Management Groups of Cows by Year

Production/Economic Variable:
Open cows
Beginning date
Ending date
Avg. beginning weight (lbs/hd)
Avg. final weight (lbs/hd)
Avg. beginning body conditioning score
Avg. final body conditioning score
Avg. cow age
Final number of open cows <= 6 years old
Final number of open cows > 6 years old
Final number of bred cows <= 6 years old
Final number of bred cows > 6 years old

2015/2016
2016/2017
Thin
Moderate Thin Moderate
68
44
46
20
14-Oct
14-Oct
10-Oct 10-Oct
7-Apr
7-Apr
4-Apr
4-Apr
963
1157
1182
1207
1159
1179
1236
1210
5.72
5.31
5.74
5.35
6.36
6.25
5.64
5.97
5.9
10.1
5.2
4.7
1
5
2
6
3
3
3
2
15
48
13
34
1
12
26
4

2017/2018
Thin Moderate
26
40
17-Oct 17-Oct
8-Mar
8-Mar
1045
1212
1132
1276
5.18
5.86
5.47
5.88
4.7
5.9
2
4
0
0
21
28
3
8
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from 5.53 to 5.93. The real question, though,
is whether or not the final value of the animals
outweighed the expenses associated with
keeping them through the winter.
Table 2 reports the economics by year,
management group and marketing scenario.
For the first market scenario, we found that
retaining, feeding and marketing open cows
in both management groups would not have
earned a positive net return compared to
selling them at weaning in any of the three
years. This was expected because the cost
of the feed rations outweighed the price
effect from retaining them until the spring.
Results from market scenario 2 show
that the actual net returns from selling our
bred and open cows varied between systems
and years. In the first year, we generated net
returns that averaged $500 per head for 63
bred cows (Moderate = 47; Thin = 16) less than
6 years of age in the special bred cow video
auction. In year 2, the thin group had 26 older
bred cows that were discounted compared
to the younger cows in the moderate group,
pulling down the net returns for that group. In
addition, bred cow and slaughter cattle prices
for year 2 and 3 were significantly lower than
for year 1, which also had a negative effect on
our bottom line for cows in both groups. It’s
noteworthy to point out that slaughter-cow
and bred-cow prices were declining compared
to the record cattle prices of 2014, so much of
the loss in year 2 and 3 was due to the effect
from the declines in these prices.

CONCLUSIONS

Results from this study suggest a number of
key factors associated with making a profit
from retaining, feeding and breeding open
cows.
•
First is the producer’s ability to place a
score on the animal’s condition and to
sort open cows into thin and non-thin
groups.
•
Second is to allocate resources (lowcost feed and hay, labor, rested bulls) on
those animals that are thinner and in poor
condition.
•
Third, it is also more economical to have
enough open cows to make up truckload
lots in order to help keep transportation
costs per animal at a minimum.
•
Fourth, we found that the returns from
selling younger, bred cows are greater
than selling older open or older bred
cows, which is similar to previously
published findings.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In most cases, especially cases where
rested breeding bulls are not available, we
encourage producers to go ahead and sell
heavy, older open cows at weaning, and
provide very low-cost pasture or hay to
improve condition and weight on cattle that
are thinner, in poorer condition. It is also
important to keep an eye on slaughter cow
prices. When the market price for slaughter
cattle seems to be significantly lower than
the average price, you will have better odds
to make a profit by retaining lighter, poorconditioned cattle.
If rested bulls are available and you can
conduct pregnancy tests, you might find it
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For market scenario 1, we found that retaining, feeding and marketing open cows in both
management groups would not have earned a positive net return compared to selling them
at weaning in any of the three years. Results from market scenario 2 show that the actual net
returns from selling our bred and open cows varied between systems and years. (Note for market
scenario 2: Video auction was a marketing option only in year 1.)

Table 2. Revenues, Costs, and Net Returns for Thin and Moderate Feeding Groups by Year and
Marketing Scenario

2015/2016
2016/2017
2017/2018
Economic variable:
Thin Moderate Thin Moderate Thin Moderate
Market Scenario 1: Sell all cows using slaughter cow prices from USDA AMS Market Reports
Average cow value at weaning ($/hd) 719.56 886.85 632.98 691.09 691.18 844.34
Feed costs ($/hd)
296.93 214.19 245.47 184.50 202.81 176.17
Labor cost ($/hd)
57.40
24.89
48.76
48.76
41.67
41.67
Operating Capital at 5.5% APR ($/hd)
3.94
2.84
3.25
2.45
1.91
1.66
Total cost ($/hd)
358.27 241.92 297.48 235.71 246.39 219.50
Sale value in spring ($/hd)
918.51 919.78 825.47 832.34 770.61 781.40
Net return ($/hd)
-159.32 -208.99 -104.99 -94.46 -166.96 -282.44
Market Scenario 2: Sell Yr. 1 bred cattle < 6 yrs of age via video auction, sell all other bred and open
cows at Oklahoma City National Stockyards
Average cow value at weaning ($/hd) 719.56 886.85 632.98 691.09 691.18 844.34
Feed costs ($/hd)
296.93 214.19 245.47 184.50 202.81 176.17
Labor cost ($/hd)
57.40
24.89
48.76
48.76
41.67
41.67
Breeding bull cost ($/hd)
28.27
10.80
13.28
11.70
25.99
15.99
Pregnancy test ($/hd)
6.00
6.00
6.92
6.92
6.73
6.73
Operating Capital at 5.5% APR ($/hd)
4.39
3.07
3.58
2.75
2.22
1.87
Total cost ($/hd)
392.99 258.95 318.01 254.63 279.42 242.43
Sale value in spring ($/hd)
1509.92 1433.76 861.90 971.13 940.16 909.55
Net return ($/hd)
397.37 287.96 -89.09
25.41
-30.44 -177.22

advantageous to sell bred cows in periods
when the nation’s producers are increasing
their herd sizes and bred cow prices are
moving up. It can also be good to rebreed
open cows if you have access to special
bred-cow sales and as long as the urge to
keep a bred cow back in the herd is not

overwhelming. For smaller operations that
have limited labor and financial resources
and only a handful of open cows, we
encourage keeping those cows on lowcost pasture or hay for a short period after
weaning; market them after they have
regained some condition.

